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BOUT ‘ZOUBTLESS 


Loving your best friend is hard. . . especially when 
he's marrying someone else. 


On the surface, Steve Campbell seems to have it all: a 
beautiful home, a snazzy car, and a dream job as one of 
the countrys top 3-D optics researchers. But 
underneath, he's restless and dissatisfied, tired of empty 
encounters with leggy lab assistants and endless 
evenings alone. 


A chance meeting with a handsome escort lifts Steve's 
spirits and opens his eyes to his long-repressed 
attraction to men—and his love for his best friend and 
business partner, Connor Morrison. 


Connor might've loved Steve like that once, but now it's 
too late for their happily ever after; Connor's about to 
ask his boyfriend to marry him. Fortunately, it's never 
too late to learn about yourself, and maybe Steve can 


find a happy ending on his own. 


(HAPTER 1 


Double scotch in hand, Steve pasted on a smile and 
ventured out into Connor's crowded living room 
Mingling and making small talk didn't usually bother him 
—hell, it was what he did best—but tonight, it took a 
monumental effort to keep his attention focused. Same 
dull stuff as every end-of-school-year party—everyone 
dronng on about budget cuts and next year's 
curriculum, when all he really wanted was to go home 
and conk out on the couch watching ESPN. 

Just like every other night. Why couldn't he learn to 
live a little? 

He started heading toward the patio door, until Dr. 
Richardson, the head of the physics department, waved 
him over. Great. Now he couldn't avoid saying hello. 
He walked across the room, barely stifling a grimace as 
Richardson promptly dug his plump fingers into Steve's 
arm. "How are you, Campbell? We haven't spoken in 
ages." Smiling, Richardson nodded at another passing 


colleague before turning his attention back to Steve. 
"Any exciting summer plans? A trip to Hawaii, or 
Europe perhaps, with all that money burning a hole in 
your bank account?" 

Was it his imagination, or did Richardson seem a bit 
jealous? Okay, more than a bit—it radiated ftom his 
watery brown eyes like a searchlight. Another bitter, 
second-rate academic stuck making his career in 
administration rather than science. 

There but for the grace of God . . . "Afraid not," 
Steve said, forcing a chuckle. "Connor and I have a full 
slate of new projects, plus there's the optics conference 
in July to prepare for." 

"Ah, yes," Richardson sniffed. "No doubt you and 
Dr. Morrison will have the most talked-about 
presentation again this year." 

Irritation did a slow crawl up Steve's neck, settling 
into his shoulders like lead. Still, he laughed it off 
"Here's hoping." He upended his drink and cocked his 
head toward the bar. "Care for another?" 

"No, thank you. Some of us need to keep our wits 
about us." 


Unlike you at last year's Christmas party hung 
unspoken in the air, but Steve merely flashed his widest 
grin—the one usually reserved for mvestors and 
beautiful women—and made a beeline for the nearest 
bottle of single malt. 

Another half hour, and a pleasant, alcohol-drenched 
haze set in. He stood staring at the Wyeth print above 
Connor's battered old leather couch until that cute 
blonde lab assistant walked by. He swung around and 
trailed after her. 

"Hey, Pamela," he called, stopping dead as she 
pivoted, the smile sliding off her face. "Um, how've you 
been?" Oh, smooth move. Could he sound any lamer? 

"Its Patricia," she snapped. God, now he 
remembered. They'd gone out a couple weekends ago, 
and . . . well, the evening hadn't exactly ended on a high 
note. "I guess that explains why you haven't called me." 

Ouch And he'd meant to call her, too, if for no other 
reason than to apologize. "Sorry about that, it's just 
been crazy lately— 

She raised a hand, cutting him off "I don't even 
know why you're bothering. It's pretty clear you weren't 


attracted to me." Her gaze dropped to his crotch. 

Face burning, he glanced around, expecting to find 
the entire room staring at them. But no one was listening 
to therr little exchange, or else they just didn't care. "No, 
no, youre lovely. And I'm sorry our date was so. . . 
disappointing." He gave her his best smile—or at least, 
the best he could summon under the circumstances. 
'T've been under a lot of stress, and probably had too 
much to drink." Now her gaze settled on the scotch in 
his hand, lips tightening into a scowl. Jesus, woman, 
give me a break. I'm trying here. "If you'd like to give 
it another go, I'd be happy to make it up to you." 

The anger seemed to drain from her face, replaced 
by a tiny not-quite smile and a slightly warmer 
expression in her eyes that looked a lot like... 
sympathy? 

No, pity. 

"Look, you're a nice enough guy," she said slowly— 
and down came the boom, right on schedule—'but 
honestly, I just didn't feel a spark. Sorry." She spun on 
her four-inch heels and strode off. 

Steve stood there watching her walk away, a half 


dozen heartfelt apologies popping into his head the 
moment she was out of earshot. Sighing, he knocked 
back another mouthful of scotch. What was wrong with 
him? He couldn't remember the last time he'd been so 
off his game. 

He'd just started eyeing the front door when Connor 
came over, brow knit with concern over his wire- 
rimmed glasses. How did he manage to look more put- 
together in jeans and a plain white dress shirt with the 
collar open and sleeves rolled up than all their stuffy 
colleagues decked out in sports coats or three-piece 
suits? "What's the matter? I'm usually the one looking 
for a quick exit at these soirees." 

True, though in the last few months, Connor had 
finally managed to pull his head out of his books and 
become more social. No doubt he had Wes, his new 
boyfriend, to thank for that. Steve had never seen 
Connor so happy. And, well, he wanted to be happy 
for him, he really did, even if it meant he and Connor 
hardly saw each other anymore outside the lab. No 
more late-night brainstorming sessions over a bottle of 
red. Their usual Saturday morning beach volleyball 


sessions had dwindled to once or twice a month— 
although, judging ftom Connor's still whipcord-lean 
frame, Wes was making sure he got plenty of indoor 
exercise. 

Steve took another sip of his scotch, trying to tamp 
down a sharp pang of, what? Unease? Nervousness? 
"Post-school year exhaustion setting in, I guess. It's 
been a rough semester." 

"I know, I know, and I'm sorry," Connor said. 
"Between Wes and I moving in together, and classes, 
and buying the house, and trying to get the Nortyuki 
project finished, I left a lot of work on your plate. Next 
fall everything'll be back to normal, I promise." 

"Jesus, Conn, stop apologizing. If it weren't for you, 
we wouldn't have half a dozen patents." Okay, that 
came out way harsher than he'd intended. After all, 
Connor might be the better scientist (oh, who are you 
kidding? He's brilliant), but Steve was the one in 
charge of wining and dining potential investors and 
buyers—and more often than not coming away with a 
nice fat check. "And you wouldn't have this amazing 
house," he added with a smile. 


"And all you've seen is the living room. C'mon, let me 
show you around." 

It was one of those great old craftsman houses in the 
Berkeley hills, all hardwood floors and sculpted 
wainscoting. The buzz of a dozen different 
conversations faded as they climbed the creaky 
staircase. Three bedrooms, the two smaller ones 
converted into offices for Connor and Wes. A 
bathroom with what appeared to be the place's original 
blue and white floor tiles, porcelain sink and claw-foot 
tub. Freshly painted, with heavy wood furniture and 
plush throw rugs—a far cry ftom Connor's ratty old 
one-bedroom in the physics apartment building near 
campus. 

"Looks like we've both moved up in the world," 
Steve commented, sidestepping as Connor tried to 
show him the master bedroom, then heading down the 
hall to peer out a window that overlooked the 
backyard. It looked like somethng out of Alice in 
Wonderland, with a huge lve oak spreading its 
branches above a perfectly manicured lawn and garden. 
Guests milled around the small fountain in the far corner 


of the yard, chatting and puffing on cigarettes. He and 
Connor being two of UC Berkeley's resident superstars 
—not to mention the countrys most sought-after 
innovators in 3-D optics— had paid off handsomely for 
them both. "It's a gorgeous place. Hard to believe 
you've only lived here a few months." 

"Hard to believe you've never come by before." 
Connor leaned against the wall, raking a hand through 
his ginger curls. "I was starting to think I'd have to 
throw you in my trunk and bring you over here by 
force." 

Oh, for another double scotch "I, um. . . wasn't sure 
how Wes would feel about it." 

"I wouldn't have asked you ifhe wasn't okay with it." 

"I know, but..." 

"Just come downstairs and say hello. It's his 
graduation party, after al. You can't leave without 
congratulating the guest of honor." 

And he couldn't escape by jumping out the window, 
either. So he stood there clinking the ice in his glass until 
Connor came over and wrapped an arm around his 
shoulders. Steve's spine went instantly stiff a lightning 


bolt of surprise and strange euphoria zinging through 
him. "The past is past, okay? Besides, if it weren't for 
you, Wes and I would've never met." 

No elaboration on how that had happened, thank 
God. Steve let out a shaky chuckle. Buying the kid for 
Connor as a birthday gift hadn't been one of his more 
inspired ideas, but luckily for everyone, it'd turned out 
well. 

They headed back downstairs, then down a short 
hallway to the kitchen, where Wes and a few of his 
classmates were hanging out, bottles of Bud in hand. 
Wes's huge blue eyes locked on Connor, then flicked 
over to Steve with a touch of, what? Surprise? 
Apprehension? 

What the hell did you say to a guy whose dick you've 
sucked? Granted, it was before Wes and Connor had 
met, and Wes had been peddling his ass for tuition at 
the time, but still . . . awkward. 

Looked like it was up to Steve to break the ice. "I 
hear congratulations are in order, Mr. Summa Cum 
Laude," he said, flashing that fake smile again. Was it 
his imagination, or was Wes blushing? Made him look 


about twelve years old, despite the stubble dusting his 
cheeks and chin. No wonder Connor had gone head 
over heels for this kid—he was absolutely adorable. 

And a genius to boot. Just like Connor. 

Wes's buddies were slapping him on the back, but he 
just grinned and shook them off "Thanks, Dr. 
Campbell. Connor and I are glad you dropped by 
tonight." 

Spoken like he'd rehearsed it a gazillion times. 
"Looking forward to seeing you back on campus this 
fall. Though I'll warn you, grad school's nothing like the 
cake walk you just finished." 

Polite laughter. 

Great. He'd done his duty. Now he could go. "Enjoy 
your summer, Wes." He set his glass in the sink and 
nodded at Connor. 'T'll see you at the lab tomorrow." 

He headed back down the hallway, and finally— 
mercifully—out the front door. Took him about thirty 
seconds to find his car, a candy-apple red Ferrari 
sticking out like a teenager's hard-on among all the 
Priuses and Volvos parked on the street. Made it to the 
freeway in record time, though he was halfway across 


the Bay Bridge before he realized he was nowhere near 
drunk enough to face his empty penthouse. 


A couple more drinks, and the foggy view of San 
Francisco Bay from Steve's balcony started going 
blurry. He half-staggered back inside, through his living 
room and down the hall to the bedroom Didn't even 
bother flicking on the light, just wrestled himself out of 
his clothes and fell face-first into his pillow. 

His alarm jolted him conscious promptly at seven, 
awakening a throb over his right eye at the same time. 
He hit the snooze button and lay there another five 
minutes until it beeped again. He was halftempted to 
call in sick—after all, a headache (even a self-induced 
one) was a perfectly good excuse, right? 

But there was that conference call with the Nortyuki 
people scheduled, and it wouldn't be fair to make 
Connor handle it solo. Plus, he needed to get back to 
the gym He'd been slacking off the past few weeks, 


what with his usual hectic end-of-school-year schedule, 
and he'd already noticed a few extra pounds around his 
equator. 

C'mon, lazy ass—you want everybody to start 
calling you a fat, four-eyed freak again? 

Never mind that he'd dropped fifty pounds and 
switched to contacts twenty years ago. Painful 
memories died hard. "All right, all right," he muttered, 
rolling onto his back, and his mornng wood popped up, 
tenting the front of his boxers. Oh, sure, now it decided 
to salute, when he couldn't get it to do a damn thing 
with what's-her-name? 

He rolled out of bed and headed into the bathroom, 
cringing as his bare feet slapped the cold tile. Kicked 
offhis boxers and climbed in the shower, stuck his head 
under the hot spray, and let it blast away his lingering 
wooziness. Of course, now his dick was practically 
screaming, "Hey, remember me?" So he soaped up his 
hand and started stroking, that tiny old twinge of guilt 
creeping in at the back of his mind. To hell with that— 
he wasn't a pimply-faced teenager in Catholic school 
anymore, and touchng himself wasn't dirty and 


shameful. It felt good. So good he wanted tt to last... 

He slumped back against the tile and closed his eyes, 
his mind drifting. Sifted through the usual collection of 
faces and bodies in his erotic solo-dex, trying to zero in 
on the perfect get-ofFfree card, but it just wasn't 
working. His erection started to flag, until suddenly an 
image of Connor popped into his head, smiling and 
relaxed, in that plain white dress shirt with the sleeves 
rolled up, those amazng wellmuscled forearms 
sprinkled with ginger hair, that triangle of pale, freckled 
skin at his throat— 

His orgasm flattened him like a bus, leaving him 
shaking, grabbing blindly for the shower rail to keep 
from falling on his face. God, he'd come so hard he'd 
splattered the glass door. . . 

Guilt washed over him again, sending every drop of 
blood formerly in his dick to flood into his face. 

Jesus Christ . . . Connor? What the hell? 


Steve arrived at the lab around ten, grabbed a cup of 
black coffee and hid in his office for the rest of the 
morning. Thankfully, Connor was so busy they didn't 
see each other until it was time for the conference call. 
Even then, Steve had a hard time looking him in the eye. 
Tt was stupid; there was no way Connor could know 
what'd happened this morning just by looking at him, 
but he still couldn't shake the feeling that he had 'T'm a 
big old perv who jacks off thinking about his best 
friend" plastered all over his face. 

Connor finished giving his progress report on the 
technical details of their latest project, then went back 
to the lab. Silence crackled over the open lne a few 
seconds too long for comfort after he'd left the room 
Steve fidgeted, glancing up from his notes. "Everything 
all right?" he prompted. 

"We're rather concerned about the delivery 
timeframe," Kazuo Noriyuki said in flawless Oxford- 
accented English. "We absolutely must have the new 
array no later than July . . ." 

He blathered on while Steve rubbed his eyes, barely 
stifling a sigh. God, not this again. While he and Connor 


had a well-defined, and for the most part equitable, 
division of labor, he was getting pretty damn tired of 
being saddled with all the handholding and talking 
chents down from ledges. 

But it was all part of the job—a job that'd bought 
him a quarter-million-dollar sports car and a snazzy 
penthouse in the city. So he might as well quit grumbling 
and suck it up. 

"Hopefully you'll have it even sooner," Steve replied, 
grateful that Connor had left the room He could just 
imagine the "What the fuck?" look he'd be throwing him 
over the top of his glasses right now. "We're working 
around the clock'"—okay, that was an exaggeration, but 
there'd been plenty of late nights and weekends 
involved—'to get you the best product we possibly 
can." 

"Well, it certainly sounds as if you have a lot on your 
plate, with all your other contracts—" 

"Noriyuki Industries has always been our top 
priority." Not to mention their most generous investor. 
And if that meant more late nights and weekends here 
for the next couple of months, so be it. Connor would 


just have to tear himself away ftom Wes and get it 
done. "You have my word of honor," he added, putting 
his widest, most persuasive smile into his voice. "Have 
we ever let you down?" 

After more endless reassurance, Steve ended the call 
and swung around in his chair, peering out the window 
at his fabulous view of the physics department parking 
lot. He stood and stretched until he heard his vertebrae 
crack, then rolled his neck, rubbing at a sore spot just 
above his left shoulder blade. God, he had knots in his 
muscles as hard as granite. 

The stress was getting to him. That had to be what all 
the weirdness in the shower this morning was about. 

Only one cure for that: he needed to get laid. 

He ducked out of his office early, and headed 
straight for the gym A month of neglect had already 
taken its toll; he had to avert his eyes from the slight 
bulge around his middle as he threw on his sweats, then 
ended up huffing and puffing after ten minutes on the 
treadmill His whole body was groaning before he'd 
made it through his usual routine on the weight 
machines. He showered and changed back into his 


jeans and sports coat, trying not to notice how every 
other guy in the locker room was younger, better 
looking, and in much better shape, then hopped in the 
car—top down, of course—and floored it across the 
bridge. 

The tension began to drain out of him the moment he 
walked into his favorite watering hole, the lounge at the 
Hyatt Regency in the Embarcadero. Dimly lit, sensual 
and mysterious, with a gorgeous view of the bay. He 
swung onto one of the red-upholstered barstools and 
nodded at Rob, the bartender, who brought him his 
usual. They said their helos and long-time-no-sees 
before Rob moved off to take care of another 
customer. 

Steve took his first decadent sip of Johnnie Walker 
Blue—no point coming here if he wasn't going to 
indulge himself—and started scanning the room for 
likely prospects. Not too many single women in the 
place tonight, but that leggy brunette dragging a swizzle 
stick through her drink looked like she could use some 
company. 

Luckily, the stool next to hers was empty. He 


scooped up his scotch and went over. "Hi, I'm Steve," 
he said, flashng a mouthful of white as he sat down. 
"Don't recall seeing you in here before." 

She snorted, rolling her eyes. "Suzanne. And that 
line's a golden oldie if ever I've heard one." 

"Hey, give me a few minutes, I'm still on my first 
drink. Speaking of, mind if I buy you one?" He didn't 
bother waiting for her answer before waving Rob over. 
"Bring this little lady another . . ."—he peered into her 
nearly-empty glass—'Manhattan." 

"Little lady?" she repeated, sitting up straight. 
"Where are you from, the 1940s?" 

"Just trying to be a gentleman." 

"You sound like my grandfather." But she didn't have 
a problem accepting his drink—or teasing him by 
yanking the maraschino cherry off its stem and nibbling 
at it very, very slowly. "So, Steve . . . what do you 
do?" 

Ah, there was his cue. Steve launched into his spiel, 
the same polished, refined patter that never failed to 
snare new investors and one-night stands. Suzanne 
listened for a few minutes, until she got this glassy look 


in her eyes and stared down into her Manhattan, stirring 
it idly between long sips. 

At last she slid off her stool and tucked her purse 
under her arm. "Thanks for the drink, but I'm waiting for 
someone." 

Of course she was, which was no doubt why she'd 
moved down to the end of the bar and started talking to 
another guy. 

Even after all these years, Steve couldn't suppress 
that familiar pang of pain and humiliation, a mini- 
reminder of the time he'd screwed up enough courage 
to ask Tracy Dalton to the prom, only to have her laugh 
in his face. 

Well, that was then. And one strikeout didn't make a 
whole ballgame. 

He spied a petite blonde sitting at a nearby table, and 
beckoned Rob over to send her a drink. Might as well 
make sure she was in a receptive mood before he put 
himself out there again. He drummed his fingers on the 
bar as Rob mixed up a gin and tonic and placed it on 
the waitress's tray to bring over to her, and—was he 
imagining it, or did the blonde actually grimace before 


sending it back? 

Jesus, it wasn't like he was an old man. Thirty-five— 
well, okay, thirty-eight—wasn't over the hill these days. 
He'd shaved and combed his hair and put on deodorant 
before he'd left the gym He didn't have any spots on his 
clothes. Who were all these women holding out for, 
George Clooney? 

It'd been a lot easier—and a hell of a lot more fun— 
hanging out at the dives near campus back in grad 
school, with Connor as his wingman. Connor'd had that 
gangly, geeky look all the girls had gone crazy for, and 
never mind that he wasn't the least bit interested in 
them. Still, he drank with them and danced with them, 
and at the end of the night, Steve invariably got lucky, 
while Connor went home alone. 

Didn't seem entirely fair, now that Steve thought 
about it. He glanced around the bar with a sigh before 
pointing at his glass. One more, then he'd head home. 
He'd had all the rejection he could stomach tonight. 

"Fish not biting?" said the guy who'd just slid onto the 
stool next to him. "Happens to the best of us." 

Probably didn't happen to him too often, with that 


tailored gray suit and wavy, reddish hair that looked like 
i'd been cut one strand at a time. Couldn't have been 
more than thirty. Volleyball player's body, just like 
Connor's. The kind of guy who burned calories just 
thinking. "I'm pretty sure none of these women would 
turn down a drink from you." 

The guy chuckled. "They're all yours. I don't play for 
that team." 

Oh. Oh. God, what'd happened to his gaydar? "So, 
do you, um, hit it out of the park here on a regular 
basis?" 

"Let's just say I bat a thousand more often than not." 

"Really? I've never thought of this place as a gay 
bar." 

"Picking up guys isn't all that different from picking up 
women. Besides, this is San Francisco. Every bar in this 
city's a gay bar if you know how to work it." 

And plainly, this guy knew exactly how to work tt. 
Confidence practically oozed from his pores. "Maybe 
you can give me a few pointers." 

The guy laughed again. "Sure, why not?" He leaned 
in close. "First, stop sending them drinks. If you're really 


interested, go talk to them." 

"That's kind of the problem." 

"Old lines not working anymore? Let me tell you a 
secret. Women don't like bemg fed bullshit. Read a 
book every now and then. Keep up with current events. 
Learn a foreign language. Women like guys who have 
something to say—in and out of bed." 

Wow, that was . . . good advice, actually. "How 
does a gay guy know so much about what women 
want?" 

'T've got two older sisters. Grew up listening to them 
complain about everything guys do wrong—and gay 
guys make the same damn mistakes. We might be 
queer, but we're still men." 

"Well, that's comforting, except . . ." 

"Except what?" 

Now came the really embarrassing part. Luckily, 
he'd had enough scotch not to care. "Except the last 
time I got horizontal, my, uh . . . plumbing went on 
strike." 

"Try cutting back on the booze. And if that doesn't 
do the trick, get your doctor to prescribe you some Iittle 


blue pills." 

Steve's eyes widened. "You take Viagra?" 

The guy winked, the corners of his mouth quirking 
up. "We all need a little help sometimes." 

They ordered club sodas and moved to a table, 
chatting and looking out over the bay. It was nice, 
talking to someone new about his work, about being 
single in the big city. Romantic, even, as the setting sun 
sparkled off the water and painted the sky pink. 

"Sounds like you and Connor are pretty close," the 
guy—Dylan Monroe, Steve—said, setting down his 
empty tumbler. Clear polish coated his well-manicured 
nails, and a stainless steel Rolex peeked out from under 
his cuff’ What did he do for a living that he could afford 
to dress so well? Steve had gotten so caught up in 
droning on about his own life that he'd forgotten to let 
Dylan talk. 

"He's my best friend and business partner, so yeah, I 
guess we are." He still didn't want to think about what'd 
happened in the shower this morning, It was just a 
fluke. An aberration. It would never happen again. 

"You sure it isn't more than that?" 


He practically snorted his club soda. Way to look 
unflappable. "I like girls, remember? Besides, Conn's 
already got a boyfriend. In fact, I introduced them. Sort 
of." He didn't want to think about how that had come 
about, either. 

The warmth in Dylan's smile couldn't quite disguise 
the calculating glint in his grayish- green eyes. He pushed 
back his chair and stood. "It's been good talking to you, 
Steve, but it looks like my date's just arrived." 

Date? He hadn't mentioned anything about waiting 
for someone. Disappointing, but still, Steve couldn't 
expect him to sit here chewing the fat with him all 
evening. "Same here. See you around, I hope." 

Dylan's gaze settled squarely on Steve's face as he 
smoothed and buttoned his jacket, then reached inside 
for his wallet. "Here," he said, laying a business card on 
the table. "Give me a call sometime." 

He went back to the bar, where a gray-haired, 
middle-aged guy waited, smiling wide as Dylan 
approached. They chatted for a minute or so, then 
strolled out of the bar and headed for the elevators. 

Steve watched until they moved out of eyeshot, then 


picked up Dylan's card. Classy, cream-colored paper, 
with his name and phone number on it in elegant black 
script—and nothing else. 

Well, what else did he need? It was pretty obvious 
the guy was a hooker. An expensive, intelligent, well- 
groomed one, but still, a whore was a whore. And 
Steve wasn't the kind of guy who paid for tt. 

Not anymore. 


(HAPTER 2 


Steve should've thrown the card away. He meant to, 
but every time he opened his wallet, there it was. He 
kept staring at it, worrying one corner with his thumb. 
At last he tossed it in the trash and tried to go back to 
work, but he couldn't concentrate. Damn thing was like 
a siren song, crooning at him from under his desk. 

He wasn't going to call. He'd broken himself of that 
habit months ago, when it'd dawned on him that the old 
"I don't have time for a relationship" argument had taken 
a sharp left turn from perfectly reasonable to downright 
pathetic. Even his favorite redhead with her lacy black 
thigh-highs didn't do it for him anymore. So he'd bid her 
a hasty adieu and vowed he was done hiring hookers . . 
. well, until Wes. But that was for Connor, not him— 
after all, he'd owed it to Connor to make sure his 
birthday gift didn't disappoint. Who could've predicted 
he'd end up falling in love and practically marrying the 
kid? 


But maybe, like Wes, Dylan wasn't your typical 
hooker. He certainly seemed to enjoy their conversation 
the other night. Why would he have hung around 
otherwise? True, he'd been waiting for his "date," but 
there were plenty of other guys in that bar he could've 
talked to. Maybe he really did like Steve as much as 
Steve liked him. 

One way to find out for sure. He fished the card out 
of the trash—with a silent "thank God" that he'd eaten 
his tuna sandwich in the cafeteria today—and dialed the 
number. 

He'd halfexpected it to go to voicemail, but after 
three rings, a smooth baritone came over the line. "This 
is Dylan." 

"Um, hi. This is Steve." Mouth suddenly dry, he had 
to finish his last few sips of cold coffee before 
continuing. "We met at the Hyatt the other night." 

"I remember. How're you doing?" 

"Good, thanks. I, uh, enjoyed talking with you. Was 
wondering if you'd like to grab a drink or dinner or 
something sometime." 

"Sure." Steve could practically hear the smile in his 


voice—warm and confident without being smug, As if 
he'd known Steve would call all along. "But, just to be 
clear, this time we'll be on the clock." 

"Oh." So much for Dylan really liking him. Steve's 
thumb hovered over the "end call" button, but . . . well, 
it wasn't like this came as a total surprise. Now he had 
to ask the next logical question. "Not to be crass, but . . 
. how much?" 

"Three hundred an hour." 

Good thing he didn't have any coffee left, or his 
keyboard would have been wearing it. "L-look, all I 
want to do is talk—" 

"That's fine. It's still three hundred an hour." 

He croaked out a chuckle. "Now I know where that 
designer suit and Rolex came from." 

"What can I say? I like the finer things." At least 
Dylan had the good grace to laugh too—though his 
sounded a lot more relaxed. "So, do you still want to 
meet?" 

Steve took a moment to ponder it, idly drumming his 
fingers on his blotter. Why not? Dylan intrigued him, 
and after all, it wasn't as if he couldn't afford it. Just 


dinner and conversation—nothing else was going to 
happen. "You know that Italian place on 24" Street? 
With the big picture window and murals of Venice on 
the back wall?" 

"Angelini's? God, I haven't been there in ages." He 
heard a soft rustle of pages being turned, then, "Looks 
like I'm free tomorrow night. Seven o'clock work for 
you?" 

"Perfect. See you there." 

The line clicked off. 

Well, that was easier than he'd expected. Steve 
stared at his phone for a long moment, wondering if he 
should call back and cancel. He didn't want to head 
down the road to nowhere again, but really, what was 
the harm in having dinner? 

Just this once, then he'd throw Dylan's card away 
and forget about it for good. 


> Le 
fr" 


Steve arrived at the restaurant a few minutes early 


and snagged a table near the front, watching the foot 
traffic pass by outside while he sipped a glass of pinot 
now. Angelini's was a pretty casual place—hell, it was 
practically the only place in the city he and Connor 
could afford back in their grad school days—all red- 
and white-checkered tablecloths and candle wax 
dripping down old wine bottles. Cheesy, stereotypical 
Italian décor, but the food more than made up for it. 

Dylan walked through the door at seven on the dot, 
smiling as he came over to sit down. How did he 
manage to look just as elegant in jeans and a leather 
bomber jacket as he did in that tailored suit the other 
night? "Good to see you. Hope I haven't kept you 
waiting," 

"Don't worry about it." Steve handed him a menu. 
"The lasagna's pretty good here, as I recall." 

Their waiter scurried over to take their order. Steve 
went with the lasagna, while Dylan ordered a chicken 
Caesar salad and a glass of chardonnay. 

"That's all you're having?" Steve prompted after the 
waiter had left. "I'm picking up the check, remember?" 

"Well, I'd love to indulg, but I've got to watch my 


weight." 

"Oh, right. Those designer suits must show off every 
ounce." 

Dylan just laughed. "No offense, but you could use a 
little fashion advice." 

"Huh?" Steve glanced down at his dark suit and shiny 
black Cole Haan brogues. Didn't look much different 
from the way Dylan was dressed the other night, except 
Steve had bought his suit off the rack. "What's wrong 
with my clothes?" 

"Nothing, unless you want them to scream, 'stuffy old 
college professor’ the second you walk through the 
door." 

Now Steve laughed. "Lam a stuffy old college 
professor. In fact, I came here straight from work." 

"Which explains why you kept striking out the other 
night. Nobody likes being hit on by someone who looks 
like they're going to hand them a report card at the end 
of the night. And nobody likes the hard-sell, either." He 
leaned back in his chair as their waiter reappeared with 
his glass of wine and a basket of bread. "Just relax and 
be yourself" 


Steve plucked a piece of sourdough out of the 
basket and spread butter on it. "I doubt that'll help." 

"You don't think people will like the real you? I do." 

Yeah, you like me so much I have to pay you to 
have dinner with me. Time to change the subject. "So, 
how'd you get into this line of work, if you don't mind 
me asking?" 

"Just fell into it, I guess. Picked up this guy in a bar 
one night a couple years ago, and he assumed I was 
trade. Got up the next morning, and he'd left a couple 
hundred on my bedside table. It'd never occurred to me 
to fuck for money, but after that . . . let's just say it's 
turned out to be a lucrative career choice." 

"Ever been arrested?" 

"No, and I don't plan to be. I screen all my clients 
very carefully." 

Steve's eyes widened. "Even me? I don't remember 
telling you my last name." 

"I asked Rob at the Hyatt about you the other night. 
He vouched for you." 

Oh, great. Now he could never go back there again. 
Still, after the way he'd struck out last time, it was no 


big loss. "That's all it takes? One good word from a 
bartender, and I'm in like Flynn?" 

Dylan grinned. "Bartenders, concierges, and cabbies 
are the best advertising in the world. I get most of my 
referrals from them." 

Ther food arrived, and so did a lull in the 
conversation as they dug in. Dylan attacked his salad 
like he hadn't eaten all day—and judging from that lean 
waist, he probably hadn't—but Steve only managed a 
few desultory bites before setting down his fork. "Is 
Dylan Monroe even your real name?" 

Dylan shook his head while he finished chewing, 
"Not the name I was born with, no." 

"How much longer do you plan to do this? Not to be 
indelicate, but no one here's getting any younger." 

'T'm twenty-nine, if that's what you're fishing for. And 
sure, I've got an exit strategy. Soon as I finish my 
master's, I'm out of the game for good." 

Jesus, this guy just kept pitching him curveballs. 
"What're you studying?" 

"Physical therapy, at Cal State. I should have my 
degree next year." 


"Good for you. Although . . ." An image of Wes on 
his knees flashed through his brain. He blinked hard, 
finally blotting it out. "I know a kid who tried hooking to 
pay his tuition, and he got in way over his head with this 
one client. The guy abused him pretty badly. Luckily, it 
turned out all right in the end, but—" 

"That kind of thing happens far too often, especially 
to guys who don't know how to handle themselves. I 
haven't had many problems, but then, I've been studying 
martial arts since high school." He set down his fork and 
wiped his mouth on his napkin. "There are a lot of 
asshole clients out there, but there are a lot of very 
generous, cultured guys, too. I've been fortunate enough 
to meet more of the latter than the former." 

"Any of them ever offer to take you away from all 
this?" 

Dylan burst out laughing. "Like Pretty Woman? I 
don't believe in fairy tales, and I don't need to be saved. 
I'm perfectly happy doing what I'm doing, If I had any 
regrets, I'd quit on my own." 

They finished their entrées, ordered coffee, and went 
on talking. The next time Steve glanced at his watch, it 


was Closing in on nine. He signaled to their waiter for 
the check, surprised to find his heart sinking, It'd been 
the most pleasant evening he'd spent in a long time. He 
didn't want it to end. 

Dylan reached across the table, sliding his hand over 
Steve's—and that weird little zing! shot through him, 
just like when Connor had put his arm around him at 
Wes's party. Took a moment before he realized it was 
his cue to pull a few C-notes out of his wallet. He 
slipped the money under his napkin and pushed it over 
to Dylan. 

"Thanks," Dylan said, quickly pocketing it. "I had a 
really great time tonight." 

I'll bet you say that to all the johns. Stifing a snort, 
Steve glanced down at himself as he tucked his wallet 
away. Same conservative suit he'd worn to work and 
business meetings for the last six months. God, Dylan 
was right—he looked like a stuffed shirt. 

"Is that offer of a wardrobe makeover still open?" he 
said as Dylan got up. 

To his surprise, Dylan smiled. "Sure. How's Saturday 
sound?" 


He had to do a quick mental calculation. He and 
Connor had tentative plans to play volleyball every first 
and third Saturday of the month, but this Saturday was 
the second. Plus, Connor canceled half the time 
anyway. "Fine by me." 

"Great. I'll take you to the tailor's where I get all my 
suits. Maybe we can even squeeze in a haircut. I know 
a guy who'll take ten years off you." 

"Sounds terrific." And it felt terrific, especially when 
Dylan grinned at him then slapped him on the shoulder 
and walked him out to his car. 


(HAPTER 3 


Steve took a cab to the tailor's shop, a tiny hole-in- 
the-wall place in the SOMA district where he could 
never find anyplace to park. It was an unobtrusive little 
storefront with a pair of suited mannequins in the 
window, and a barely noticeable sign reading "J. Lewis 
— Fine Men's Wear" on the door. He would've walked 
right past it if Dylan hadn't been standing out front 
waiting for him. 

"I know t doesn't look like much," Dylan said, as he 
ushered Steve inside, "but believe me, this guy's the suit 
whisperer." 

The inside of the shop was definitely more impressive 
than the outside, neat if a bit cluttered, with a rack of 
ready-to-wear suits right beside a long glass case 
displaying shirts, tie, wallets, and other accessories. At 
the rear stood so many bolts of fabric, Steve nearly 
went cross-eyed trying to take it all in. 

He drifted over to the rack and began riffing through 


t while Dylan exchanged pleasantries with the 
proprietor, a spindly, sixtyish little man with a measuring 
tape around his neck. Armani, Hugo Boss, Bill Blass, all 
with price tags no lower than four figures—and none of 
which would fit him without serious alterations. 

Sighing, he eyed the front door, wondering if Dylan 
would come after him if he fled. This was exactly why 
he dreaded buying clothes. It reminded him too much of 
those awful back-to-school shopping trips with his 
mother, when they'd spent all day trying to find anything 
his formerly apple-shaped frame could squeeze into. 

Oh, who was he kidding? Nothing was going to 
make him look as good as those younger, fitter guys at 
the gym Sucking in his gut and standing up straight 
wouldn't disguise his solid torso or make his short legs 
grow an extra inch or two. 

"C'mon in back," Dylan said, laying a hand on his 
arm, "so James can measure you." 

Steve shook his head. "Look, I appreciate you taking 
the time to come down here, but it's not going to work. 
I wear a forty-two, and none of these suits are bigger 


than thirty-eight —" 


Dylan's gaze swept Steve from head to toe and back 
again. "Who said you wear a forty-two? Don't tell me 
somebody actually measured you for that monstrosity 
youre wearing?" 

"Well, no, but . . ." Shrugging, he glanced down at 
the gray tweed sports coat he'd bought his first year 
teaching, "This is the size I've always worn." 

Dylan grabbed him by the shoulders and pointed him 
toward the nearest mirror. Steve's stomach instinctively 
tightened as he tried not to look away. "This jacket is all 
wrong for you," Dylan said. "Boxy cut, too big in the 
shoulders, too long in the sleeves. And don't even get 
me started on those hideous wide lapels. Did you even 
try it on before you bought it?" 

"I held it up to me. Does that count?" 

Dylan looked like he'd just bitten into a lemon. "No, 
it doesn't, and neither do those awful department store 
suits. James is going to make you one from scratch." He 
hooked an arm through Steve's and steered him toward 
the back of the shop, silencing his grumbling with a 
pointed look. "Just trust me, okay?" 

Still skeptical, Steve stood fidgeting in front of a full 


length mirror while James measured him, and Dylan 
scrutinized him ftom every angle. "Longer in back, 
James," Dylan said once Steve tried on a finished suit 
for size, "and definitely longer in the waist. And maybe a 
wider flare in the trouser legs?" 

Steve scowled, Dylan's all-too-apparent delight in 
treating him like a giant Ken doll starting to grate on his 
nerves. "Flares? Isn't that a bit eighties?" 

"They're coming back in style. And they'll make your 
legs look longer." 

The hell of it was, they did. By the time James was 
finished nipping and tucking, Steve barely recognized 
himself. The fitted, slim-cut jacket de-emphasized his 
broad shoulders, while the pants neatly disguised his 
slight paunch—and was he imagining it, or did he 
actually look taller? 

He stood up straight, turning this way and that. The 
back of him looked every bit as sleek and stylish as the 
front. "Wow. That's really me, huh?" 

"What did I tell you?" Dylan grinned. "James is a 
miracle worker, isn't he? You look fantastic." 

Steve planted a hand on his hip and cocked his head, 


doing his best imitation of a GQ model. They both burst 
out laughing, until James cleared his throat and cocked 
his head toward the mirror. 

James began draping him in various fabrics. Fine 
merino wool and silk blends. Pristine white cotton for 
custom dress shirts. Elegant silk ties, even cashmere 
socks. All of it so luxurious, Steve couldn't make up his 
mind. With Dylan's help, he settled on charcoal gray 
wool for winter and a lighter-weight cotton-silk blend 
for the summer in a color James called "pale ash." He 
handed over his gold card with a smile, although he 
averted his eyes ftom the total as he signed the receipt. 

He scheduled his first fittng for the following 
weekend, then they walked up to Market and caught 
the F streetcar heading to the Castro. They hopped off 
about half a block from a little hair salon done up in 
kitschy retro décor, complete with hair dressers in 
poodle skirts and bouffant hairdos. 

Steve hung back, eyeing the place warily. "What're 
they going to do, give me an Elvis pompadour?" 

Dylan laughed. "This is where I get my hair cut. 
C'mon, I haven't steered you wrong yet, have I?" 


They went inside. Dylan introduced him to the only 
guy working there—or at least, the only guy there 
actually dressed as a guy. Casey, a tall, skinny blond in 
a blue and white striped sailor's shirt, took one look at 
Steve and drawled, "How do you want it, sweetie?" 

Steve's glance flicked ftom Casey to Dylan and back 
again. "Uh..." 

"Shorter on the back and sides," Dylan interjected. 
"But not too conservative. Oh, and trim the sideburns, 
too. They look like they're ready to swallow his face." 

"Gotcha." Casey nodded, beckoning Steve over to 
the shampoo sink. 

He sank his nails into the chair arms as Casey started 
smpping, damp clumps of hair floating to the floor. He 
came close to telling him to stop, but the damage was 
already done, and last thing he wanted was to leave 
with a lopsided haircut. So he squeezed his eyes shut 
and rode it out, until Casey finally turned the blow dryer 
off and whipped off the sparkly purple drape around his 
neck with a cheery, "Voila!" 

Steve cracked open one eye, then the other. He 
hadn't worn his hair this short since he was a kid, but it 


looked much better on him now without the chipmunk 
cheeks and double chin. It'd take him a while to get 
used to such a dramatic change, but damn if Dylan 
wasn't right—he did look ten years younger. 

He walked out of the salon with a spring in his step, 
until his hollow belly started growling. It was nearly five 
o'clock. Where had the day gone? 

"Want to grab a bite?" Dylan asked. "There's a great 
Thai place up the street." 

Steve hesitated, doing a quick mental tally of what he 
owed Dylan for his time—a thousand bucks, at least, 
and Dylan was no doubt getting a little something under 
the table ftom James and Casey for bringing in new 
business. But it was money well spent. If he hadn't met 
Dylan, he never would've gotten this makeover—and 
the shiny new rush of confidence that went along with it. 

What difference did another hour or two make? He 
hadn't had this much fun in ages. And a little dinner 
would certainly hit the spot. 

"Let's go," he replied with a grin, and followed Dylan 
up the block. 


They had a pleasant, quiet dinner—chicken in spicy 
green curry, washed down with Thai iced tea—then set 
off on a leisurely stroll down Castro Street. Steve 
shoved his hands in his pockets and took it all in, 
touristy gift shops alongside bars and coffee houses, 
drug stores and newsstands. Just like any other 
neighborhood in the city, except for the rainbow flags 
flying overhead. 

Throngs of people passed by, laughing, absorbed in 
conversation, many of them holding hands. The 
sidewalks got so crowded he and Dylan had to walk 
single file for a few blocks, until some guys in line at a 
nightclub across the street spied Dylan and tried to 
wave him over. 

"Youre pretty popular around here," Steve 
commented, remembering how the waiter at the Thai 
place had smiled and greeted Dylan by name—then 
gave them the best table in the house. 

Dylan shrugged. 'T've lived in this neighborhood since 


I was eighteen. It's like a small town—sooner or later, 
you get to know everybody." 

Must be nice. Steve had moved into his building 
almost three years ago, and he still didn't know half his 
neighbors' names. Barely nodded to them in passing 
anymore. Even at school, he only spoke to his 
colleagues—well, everybody except Connor—at 
department meetings. Went straight from class to the 
lab every day and buried himself in work. 

He cast a wistful glance at all the smiling faces around 
him and tamped down a sigh. He'd been so busy these 
past few months, he'd forgotten what it felt like to 
simply relax and be himself: To look forward to a 
Saturday night out with friends. To have a sense of 
belonging. 

"It's a lot of fun here," he commented. "Can't believe 
I've never come down to sample the nightlife." 

Dylan did a double take. "You've lived in the city 
how many years, and you've got a gay best friend, and 
you've never dropped by Midnight Sun for a drink? It's 
a Castro legend." He jerked his thumb toward the 


nightclub. 


"Connor's not really the clubbing type." 

"Too bad." Dylan's gray-green gaze went soft and 
warm. "He doesn't know what he's missing." 

A prickly flush crept up the back of Steve's neck. 
"Um . . . look, if you want to go hang out with your 
friends, that's fine. I can grab a cab home." 

"Theyre more acquaintances than friends. But if 
you'd like to go in, I know the guy working the door." 
He grinned. "First round's on me." 

He's just trying to milk you for another hour or 
two. But so what if he was? If Steve had to pay for 
companionship, at least it was quality companionship. 
And it sure as hell beat sitting at home alone. 

So he nodded and followed Dylan across the street 
to the nightclub. True to Dylan's word, the doorman 
greeted him like a long-lost cousin, though Steve was 
fairly sure he saw Dylan slip the guy a few bucks before 
he let them in ahead of the line. 

It was murky inside, except for the eerie glow of 
black lights that sent ghosts dancing over Steve's 
eyeballs. The bar spanned the left wall, customers 
packed in three deep, waving money, trying to get the 


bartender's attention. A dance floor ringed with tables 
stood right and center. Vision still adjusting, Steve 
followed as Dylan deftly elbowed his way through the 
crowd, leading him to a postage-stamp-sized table. 

"Double scotch, right?" Dylan said, not bothering to 
wait for Steve's nod before heading back to the bar, the 
crowd immediately swallowing him up. 

Steve pulled out a wobbly chair and sat down, bass- 
heavy dance music blasting his eardrums from a 
speaker in the ceiling directly above. He was well on his 
way to a pounding headache by the time Dylan 
returned, drinks in hand. "Thanks," he said, saluting 
Dylan with his glass before downing half of it in one 


He hadn't even realized he'd clenched his hands until 
Dylan's warm, soft fingers closed over his and slipped 
something into his palm 

"Aspirin," Dylan said, leaning over the table so Steve 
wouldn't have to strain to hear him "Want me to get 
you some water?" 

Steve shook his head, knocking back the pills with 
another mouthful of scotch. "Thanks." 


"No problem. I have to look after my date, right?" 

Date? There went that weird zing! again—especially 
when Dylan flashed him that devastating smile. 

"Mind if I ask you something, Steve?" 

"Go ahead." 

"Why did you invite me to dinner the other night?" 

Steve's hands clenched around his glass. It was a 
simple question, so why was he at a loss for an answer? 

"I, I guess because . . . well, I wanted the company," 
he said finally. "You're an interesting guy, and I've 
enjoyed our conversations—" 

"But you haven't fucked me yet. Why?" 

He blinked, mouth instantly dry. "Uh, I'm not—" 

"Don't get me wrong, I appreciate being wined and 
dined as much as the next guy, but you really don't have 
to. I'm what you'd call a sure thing." His hand covered 
Steve's again, giving it a gentle squeeze. "Or are you the 
kind of guy who likes a little romance first?" 

Dylan stood without waiting for an answer and 
tugged Steve along with him, leading him out onto the 
dance floor. Wrapped an arm around his waist and 
pulled him close, swaying to the slow, bluesy tune 


pouring from the speakers. Still half in shock, Steve 
stood there with his heart pounding, his cheek grazing 
Dylan's. Inhaled the scent of his cologne until the blood 
roared between his ears, and it was all he could do to 
sink his fingers into Dylan's crisp white shirt and hold 
on. 

The throbbing between his temples slowly began to 
subside, the music washing over him, seeping into his 
bones. Up went his arms, looping loosely around 
Dylan's neck. Scotch-scented breath wafted over his 
cheek, followed by a rough rasp of stubble—ginger 
stubble, just like Connor's—then the touch of lips on 
his, warm, moist, and utterly devastating . . . 

His knees buckled, the floor dropping away, heady 
euphoria washing over him, practically drowning him, 
his heart thrashing in his chest . . . 

Then those soft lips were gone—no, not gone, 
feathering across his cheek, pausing to nip at his 
earlobe, strong supple hands smoothing up his trembling 
back. "It's okay, baby," Dylan whispered. "I'm going to 
take good care of you, you'll see." 

Steve sagged in Dylan's arms, buried his face in his 


shoulder and drank him in. Closed his eyes and let 
Dylan lead, until the wall's welcome solidity pressed 
against his back, his sigh of relief swallowed up by their 
next kiss. 

And he was tumbling headfirst into the thrill of it all, 
heart thumping so hard he could've sworn he felt it pass 
through him and into the wall—but no, that was the 
music ramping up again, blaring another dance tune. . . 
And Dylan's hand drifted down to stroke his pulsing 
cock through his jeans, nearly making him come on the 
spot. 

"Guess I should do something about this," Dylan 
murmured, then teased Steve's lips open for one more 
kiss before sinking to his knees and easing down his 
zipper. 

"What the hell?" Panic coupled with common sense 
instantly sliced through Steve's arousal. He tried to 
shove Dylan away. "You're gonna get us bounced right 
out of here." 

But Dylan didn't budge. Instead, he grinned up at 
Steve and said, "Relax. I know what I'm doing." Then, 
as if to prove it, he latched onto Steve's thighs with both 


hands and sucked the tip of his cock into his mouth. 

Common sense didn't have a prayer as Dylan 
swallowed him down, tracing the tip of his tongue along 
the underside of Steve's dick, painting warm, wet little 
curlicues all the way to the root. No gag reflex, and 
—oh God, we shouldn't be doing this out here 
where the whole world can see us but oh my God if 
you stop I'll rip your fucking hair out— 

He sank his fingers into Dylan's jacket collar, breath 
hissing through gritted teeth as Dylan licked and sucked 
and gobbled him down as if he were the world's most 
delicious dessert. Somewhere on the periphery of 
Steve's awareness, he registered the roomful of sweaty, 
gyrating bodies only a few feet—hell, a few inches— 
away, though no one appeared to be paying them any 
attention. 

Dylan sped up, head bobbing, sucking so fast, so 
expertly, Steve barely had a chance to brace himself 
before his orgasm mowed him over. Trembling, 
breathless—autterly wrecked—he slumped against the 
wall, Dylan's arm around his waist the only thing holding 
him up. 


Once his vision cleared, he saw that Dylan had 
already tucked his cock away and zipped him back up. 

"You okay?" Dylan whispered, leaning in for a kiss. 
Steve turned his head, letting it land on his cheek 
instead of his lips. Sure, it was his cum in Dylan's 
mouth, but that didn't mean he wanted to taste it. 

"Um, yeah." But was he, really? Yesterday he never 
would've dreamed of doing anything like this. Never 
would've relaxed long enough. 

Congratulations—you just had your first public 
sex with a hooker. Almost as much fun as joming the 
mile-high club. Not that he'd actually done that. 

So what was stopping him? He'd cut loose just now, 
and nothing awful had happened. They hadn't gotten 
tossed out on their asses. Lo and behold, the sky hadn't 
fallen in. 

He'd spent so much time alone lately, he'd forgotten 
how much he'd missed this. Simple warmth and 
affection. The touch of a hand other than his own. The 
soft, seductive smile playing at the corners of Dylan's 
mouth as he bent close to Steve's ear. "Why don't we 
take this party back to your place?" 


Steve smiled back. For once, he couldn't think of a 
single reason to say no. 


2 
("HAPTER 4 


Steve spent the rest of the weekend walking around 
with a silly grin on his face. His happy glow lingered 
even after he breezed into the office Monday morning, 
his assistant staring at him as he wandered into the 
kitchen for a cup of coffee, whistling an ofF key tune. 

Later, after the day's first anxious email from Kazuo 
Noriyuki had punctured his euphoric little bubble, he 
couldn't help feeling a stab of embarrassment. What'd 
gotten into him? He was acting like a teenager who'd 
just lost his virginity. 

It wasn't as if he'd never been with another guy 
before. A long time ago, back in college, a few locker 
room encounters and sweaty, furtive tussles in his dorm 
room with the door bolted and the lights turned out. A 
delicious, titillating little secret that had sent the blood 
rushing to his face—and his cock—every time he'd 
thought about it. But that was then. He'd chalked it all 
up to youthful experimentation and forgotten about tt, 


except for times like the other morning, when his brain 
insisted on playing a tape he wasn't even aware he'd 
had in his head. 

His phone beeped, Dylan's number flashing across 
the display. They'd made tentative plans to get together 
tonight, but with the way the workload was shaping up, 
he suspected he'd have to cancel. 

"You need to get that?" Connor asked, walking in 
with the sandwiches they'd ordered. They'd decided to 
work through lunch, camped out in Steve's office going 
over the latest lab results while choking down lousy 
cafeteria food. 

Only now Steve's appetite had gone AWOL. 
Sighing, he set his phone on vibrate and took a listless 
bite of his pastrami on rye. 

Connor sat down, flashing a grin that made him look 
like the shark in Finding Nemo. "I've got some news." 
He paused to take a sip of his Coke, and then, "Wes 
and I have been talking about getting married." 

The room suddenly seemed to lurch. Steve's gaze 
flicked to the window, then the lamp above his desk, 
neither of which were rattling or swaying, Not an 


earthquake, then. "Um, congratulations, but . . . you 
sure you guys are ready? You've only known each 
other a few months." 

"It'll be a year come July. And why wait? I can't 
imagine spending my life with anyone else." 

A razor-sharp stab of pain slid in under Steve's ribs 
and settled in his gut. "So you're planning to move out 
of state? To Massachusetts, or lowa? Or Canada?" 

"We don't have to move, we just have to go there for 
the ceremony. New York lets out-of-staters get 
married there." 

"It still won't be legal in California." 

Connor stared at him, setting down his sandwich. 
"What's the matter with you? I thought you'd be happy 
for us. Youre the one who fixed us up in the first 
place." 

Don't remind me. "When exactly were you two 
lovebirds planning to elope?" 

"Wes's birthday's the last week of June. I thought I'd 
take a few days off and—" 

"Are you kidding?" God, he couldn't believe this. It 
was like talking to someone from another planet. 


"We're barely on schedule for the Nortyuki project as it 
is, and you want to skip out right before our deadline?" 

'T'll get it done in plenty of time. I always do, don't 
p" 

"Not cutting out at five o'clock on the dot every 
night, you won't. I'm sick of being the only one doing 
any real work around here." 

Connor's eyes narrowed. "What's that supposed to 
mean?" 

"That I'm stuck here 'til all hours running simulations 
and tackling paperwork—oh, and let's not forget 
fieldng panicky emails from Kazuo a dozen times a 
day, while you leave early to run home to your Iittle 
hubby." 

Connor jerked to his feet. "You're crazy. I'm doing 
just as much of the work as I always have." He pitched 
the rest of his lunch into the trash, mouth tightening as he 
stepped toward the door. "When you're ready to talk 
about this like a civilized human being, you know where 
to find me." 

Steve jumped as the door slammed, then sat gripping 
the edge of his desk, fighting the urge to follow Connor 


to the lab and... 

And what? Yell at him in front of everyone? What 
good would that do? Besides, Connor was right. He 
should be happy for them. 

So why wasn't he? 

And why did everything just fall into Connor's lap—a 
loving partner and a gorgeous home, the kind of 
recognition and respect most scientists only dreamed of 
—when he was so fucking miserable? When the only 
satisfaction in his life was the kind he had to pay for? 

Well, if that was all he was ever going to have, he 
might as well enjoy tt. 

He picked up his phone and dialed Dylan. 


Steve's doorbell rang promptly at nine. Stomach still 
in knots, he went over to answer it. Dylan stood on the 
other side, wearing jeans and that leather bomber 
jacket he'd had on the night they'd had dinner at 
Angelini's, along with a big smile that, sadly, did nothing 


to make Steve feel any better. He considered begging 
off, but when Dylan's expression morphed from "good 
to see you" to downright concerned, he didn't have the 
heart. "Sorry it took me so long to get back to you," he 
said, ushering Dylan inside. "Things at work have been 
a bit chaotic." 

"So I gathered from what you said on the phone." He 
cast a quick glance around the living room. It was the 
first time he'd seen the place with the lights on; the other 
night they'd stumbled through the front door and straight 
to the bedroom. "In fact," he added, his gaze settling on 
Steve again, "you look a little upset. Anything you want 
to talk about?" 

The soft clnk of ice against glass told Steve his hand 
had started trembling, He set his drink on the coffee 
table, then circled over to the bar to pour one for 
Dylan. Their fingers brushed as Steve handed it to him, 
a lightning bolt of heat crackling all the way to his scalp. 
'T'd, um, hoped we could pick up where we left off the 
other night." 

Dylan's eyebrows arched. "That's why I assumed I 
was here. But I'm getting the feeling your heart's not in it 


this time. Having second thoughts? Feeling a bit guilty, 
perhaps?" 

"Not guilty"—oh, you liar—'so muchas. . ." 

"Conflicted?" Dylan supplied with an odd, warm little 
quirk of his lips. "You usually go for women, right? Are 
you just curious about guys, or have you actually been 
with them before? I mean, before the other night." 

"A few times, back in the day. And despite Father 
Riordan's warnings, I haven't gone to hell yet." 

"Catholic school?" 

"Twelve years. What, you too?" 

Dylan grinned. "Looks like we both escaped 
unscathed." 

"Relatively." Steve grinned back, his tension finally 
starting to fade. 

They sat down on the couch together and sipped 
their drinks. Dylan gave the room a more leisurely look, 
taking in the cream-colored carpet, state-of the-art 
home entertainment system, and Danish modern 
furniture. All of a sudden it struck Steve how sterile and 
impersonal everything looked. Except for the trio of 
framed photos on the far bookshelf; the entire room 


could've come straight ftom an interior designer's 
catalog, 

"Nice place. You've obviously done well for yourself: 
So, tell me, what can I give you tonight that you don't 
already have?" 

Steve froze, searching for an answer that wouldn't 
make him sound like a needy loser. 

After a few moments of dead silence, Dylan said, 
"The other night I got the impression nobody's kissed 
you in a while." 

Steve ducked his head, staring into his scotch. 
"Smart guess." 

'T'm also guessing you enjoyed it, considering what 
happened after?" 

Steve nodded again. "Yeah, it was all good. Really 
good, ifa little..." 

"Confusing?" 

Another nod. "Yeah. To put it mildly." 

"Bisexuality usually is, until you come to grips with it." 

Oh. Oh. He sat up straight, a pang of what? 
Recognition? Realization? sailing through him. 

Dylan's eyebrow arched. "Don't tell me you've never 


considered the possibility?" 

"Sure I have, but those other experiences were so 
long ago, I figured . . ." It was stupid, but he might as 
well go ahead and say it anyway. "They didn't count?" 

Dylan laughed. "Thats not the way it works. 
However, that said, sexuality is a pretty fluid thing. 
Sounds like you've been more into women these past 
few years. But if they're not doing it for you anymore, 
there's no law saying you can't take a walk on the other 
side of the street." 

When he put it that way, it made perfect sense. In 
fact, now that Steve had had a chance to talk about tt, 
everything that'd been staring him in the face for months 
was starting to fall into place. "Just call me king of the 
late bloomers," he murmured with a rueful chuckle. 

"Not at all," Dylan replied. "I see a lot of married 
guys who didn't understand their true orientation until 
later in life. Most of them still love—and sleep with— 
their wives, but as far as getting their other needs met . . 


He flashed a quick smile. "Sounds like I've got a lot 
of catching up to do." 


Dylan smiled back. "Sometimes all it takes is the right 
person to open your eyes to a whole new world of 
experiences." Leaning in close, he plucked Steve's glass 
from his hand and set it on the table, then cupped his 
face with both hands and kissed him full on the mouth. 

It all happened so fast it came as a bit of a shock— 
not that he cared when Dylan spread his lips with his 
tongue and licked inside, making these amazing little 
moans—or, hell, maybe that was him. He squeezed his 
eyes shut, blotting out everything except Dylan's taste, 
bitter caramel from the scotch, and the strong, solid feel 
of Dylan's arms looping around him. 

He fell back against the cushions, dizzy with the rush 
of it all, just like at the club the other night. Sank his 
fingers into Dylan's hair and—God, even with a raging 
hard-on boring through his fly, he would've been 
perfectly happy just lying here kissing all night, drinking 
in the closeness and affection and intimacy. 

Tousled and breathless, Dylan finally broke away, 
mouth hovering a scant inch from Steve's. "Shall we 
keep going, or would you rather move this into the 
bedroom?" 


Took a moment for Steve's brain to stop whirling 
long enough for him to nod. Climbing to his feet, he let 
Dylan grab his hand and tug him down the hallway, his 
steadying grip sliding up to Steve's elbow when he 
nearly stumbled. 

Through the door, and this time he managed to flick 
on the light before landing on the bed with all the grace 
of a sack of cement—not that it mattered, from the way 
Dylan was laughing. "Here, let me help," he said, 
yanking off Steve's shoes and socks before leaning over 
to work on his zipper. Two deft tugs from Dylan's 
talented hands, and Steve's jeans and boxers were off, 
his cock springing up. 

"God, that's beautiful," Dylan breathed, giving the tip 
a quick kiss before rolling to his feet and slipping off his 
jacket. "Can't wait to suck on it again." 

Steve watched, halfmesmerized, pulse roaring 
between his ears as Dylan slowly unbuttoned his white 
cotton shirt, peeled it off and let it fall to the floor. He 
had an amazing torso, lean and well-muscled, tendons 
rippling under his skin with every movement. Reminded 
Steve of all those Saturday mornings playing beach 


volleyball with Connor, both stripped to the waist with 
the sun beating down on them. . . 

He must've zoned out for a moment, because the 
next thing he knew, Dylan was pulling back the covers, 
helping Steve slide underneath before climbing in beside 
him, his thick, insistent erection prodding Steve's hip 
and jolting him back to the here and now. 

Steve still had his shirt on, which Dylan was doing his 
best to remedy, chasing every undone button with the 
soft brush of his lips over Steve's chest. "Tell me how to 
make you happy," he murmured between kisses and 
tiny, shivery flicks of his tongue. "I'm versatile, so if you 
want to be on top this time, I'd love it." 

All he really wanted was to close his eyes and drift, 
bury his fingers in those ginger curls again while Dylan 
worked his way down. It'd been different with the lights 
off the other night, easier to sink into his own private 
fantasy, to concentrate on lips and tongues and hands 
and the warm, solid weight of another body beside him. 
"Mim, what you're doing’s fine . . ." 

Dylan took the hint and kept going, giving the rim of 
Steve's navel a quick, ticklish swirl before moving 


lower, cupping Steve's cock in both hands as he kissed 
and licked it from base to tip, Steve's hips coming up 
off the mattress when Dylan sucked the crown between 
his lips. 

It took every last scrap of Steve's willpower to keep 
from thrusting deep into that moist heat, to just lie there 
and enjoy it for as long as it lasted, and if he kept his 
eyes Closed, he could almost forget about the envelope 
full of money on his nightstand, could almost believe this 
was real, that it was /ove, that he was really with— 

"Oh, God, Connor, just like that . . . don't stop—" 

And his eyes flew open, locking on the ginger-haired 
head between his thighs, the talented mouth still working 
him— 

Wrong mouth. Wrong guy. All wrong. 

"Stop," he said, pushing at Dylan's shoulders. But this 
time Dylan didn't take the hint, or maybe he just didn't 
hear him. Either way, he kept going, swirling the tip of 
his tongue along the underside of Steve's cock until he 
reached that spot that never failed to send him over the 
edge— 

No, not like this. Not with him. 


"Get off me," he snapped, shoving Dylan away 
before swinging his legs over the side of the bed and 
wrapping both arms around himself’ Why was he so 
cold all ofa sudden? 

Dylan's hand skimmed his shoulder. "What's the 
matter, baby? I thought I was doing what you wanted." 

Don't call me that. He stiffened, shook Dylan off 
but didn't turn around, didn't look at him Ifhe did, he'd 
curl up in an awful little ball of humiliation. "I, I think you 
should leave." 

"If this is about you calling me by some other guy's 
name, it's fine. It doesn't bother me." 

Jesus Christ, why was he still here? Steve grabbed 
the envelope and shoved it in Dylan's direction. "Will 
you just go, please?" 

"Okay, fine." The bedsprings creaked as he got up, 
followed by the soft rustle of clothes being put back on. 
"Is Connor the guy in that picture with you in the living 
room? The one you're always talking about? The one I 
look like?" 

Was it that obvious? To everyone except him, 


apparently. 


Face burning, he swung around just in time to see 
Dylan zipping up his jacket. "Sorry I snapped at you. 
It's not your fault." 

Dylan gave a tiny nod. "Look, if you care about the 
guy, why don't you just tell him?" 

If that wasn't so hopeless and pathetic, he might've 
actually laughed. "He's got a boyfriend, remember? And 
we work together. It's too. . ." 

"Complicated?" 

Understatement of the millennium Still, he nodded. 

Dylan smiled and stepped toward the door. "Tell him 


anyway. He might just surprise you." 


2 
(HAPTER 5 


Steve spent the next few days at work tiptoeing 
around as if he were afraid of setting off an alarm 
Barricaded hinself in his office before Connor arrived, 
ordered in lunch so he wouldn't run into him at the 
cafeteria, crept out to run his nightly tests on Connor's 
prototype long after everyone else had left. Drank 
himself to sleep every night to keep ftom spending 
hours staring at the ceiling, wondering what the hell he'd 
say to Connor when he couldn't justify avoiding him 
anymore. 

Until Thursday morning, when there came a soft tap 
at his office door, and Connor poked his head in. "Got 
a minute?" He stepped inside without waiting for Steve's 
reply, a ghost of a smile dancing around the corners of 
his mouth. "I thought you might want a look at the latest 
lab results." 

"Um, sure." He reached for the stack of pages 
Connor held out and flipped through them quickly. 


"Looks fine," he said, eyes locked on his laptop screen 
as he handed them back. "Anything else?" 

"Just that we're nowhere near as far along as we 
should be." Connor pulled out a chair and sat down. 
"You were absolutely right to tear a strip off me last 
week. I've been preoccupied, and I haven't been 
putting in enough hours. Even when I am here, my 
head's not in the game. But that's all about to change, 
starting today." 

Steve set down his pen before meeting Connor's 
gaze. He needed to stay calm After all, there was no 
way Connor could figure it out just by looking at him, 
right? "How's Wes going to amuse himself while you've 
got your nose to the grindstone?" 

That'd come out a bit sharper than he'd intended, but 
Connor took it in stride. "He's started tackling his 
reading list for next semester. Believe me, he's got 
plenty to keep him busy until August." 

"Don't you mean July? What about your wedding?" 
Jesus, what was wrong with him? He sounded like 
somebody's jilted ex. "You're still planning to take the 
time off I assume?" he added more gently. 


"Not until the project's finished and delivered to 
Noriyuki. We might even postpone it until winter break. 
We're considering New York for the ceremony, then 
maybe spending the holidays with Wes's family in 
Indiana on the way back." 

"Sounds great." Sounded wonderful, in fact. He 
couldn't remember the last time he'd gone home for 
Christmas. There was always a ton of paperwork piled 
up in the lab at the end of any given semester—and 
besides, he and Connor had always kept each other 
company on Christmas and New Year's, staying up all 
night brainstorming over too much wine. 

Not this year, apparently. 

"Whenever we decide to do tt," Connor added, "I'd 
like you to stand up with me." 

Eyes stinging, Steve blinked, swallowed hard. "I, um 
. . . I'mhonored, but I doubt I'll be able to get away. 
Someone has to hold down the fort, right?" 

The anemic smile he forced wouldn't have fooled a 
blind man—and Connor had his glasses on. Concern 
glinting in those clear gray-green eyes, he leaned 
forward in his chair. "What's wrong? You've been 


acting strange and standoffish for weeks. Whatever it is, 
you can tell me." 

No. No, he couldn't. Not if he ever want to look 
Connor in the eye again. And yet, he could feel his pain 
and frustration cresting like a wave at high tide, ready to 
smash him to bits if he didn't let it out. "I, I'm happy for 
you and Wes, I really am," he said, trying to keep the 
tremor out of his voice, "but I'm not the right choice for 
best man. Ask someone else." 

"Who else would I ask? You're my colleague, my 
best friend, the one who's always been there for—" 

"I can't do it this time, Conn, I just can't. Please don't 
ask me to stand there and watch you marry someone 
else." 

Heat rushed into his face when he realized what had 
just spilled out of him, but it was too late now. No way 
to take it back. Nowhere to hide. Recognition clicked 
on like a klieg light behind Connor's eyes as Steve's 
heart hit the floor with a big fat thump. "You, you mean 
... my God, Steve, why didn't you tell me?" 

He reached across the desk for Steve's hand, but 
Steve yanked it away. Was that pity in Connor's eyes? 


Just like the blonde at the party last week, and the 
brunette at the bar, right before they said, "You're a 
nice guy, but..." 

As if he didn't already feel like crawling through the 
nearest crack in the floor. 

"I, I have to go," he rasped, springing up and 
practically sprinting for the door. Past his assistant's 
desk and out of the building, not stopping until he'd 
reached his car. He was actually a bit amazed that 
Connor hadn't come after him—antil he glanced up, and 
there Connor was, peering down at him from Steve's 
office window. Too far away to discern his expression, 
but there was no mistaking the telltale tension in his 
shoulders and back. 

Steve climbed into his Ferrari and peeled out of the 
lot. He had to get away from here for a while. He 
needed time to think. 


He drove around until he passed that tiny strip of 


beach where he and Connor used to play volleyball in 
grad school. Seized by a pang of nostalgia, he swung 
into the parking lot and got out, hands in his pockets as 
he walked over to an empty bench. There was a chill in 
the breeze despite the bright afternoon sun, so he 
tucked in his elbows and slouched forward, watching a 
couple of guys lobbing balls at each other about twenty 
feet away. 

Why couldn't things go back to the way they'd been 
when he and Connor were just poor students, too 
dumb to realize how good they had it? Back when 
things were simple, and they could tell each other 
anything, 

Of course, in retrospect, it all seemed so clear. He'd 
loved Connor for years now. Why couldn't he have 
figured it out before Wes had come along? 

Before he'd hired Wes to seduce Connor because he 
wanted Connor to be happy—which should've been his 
first clue right there. What kind of guy buys his best 
friend a hooker for his birthday? 

Only dirty little perverts like you, Steven James 
Campbell. Hands out, palms up! 


All this self-flagellation was getting him nowhere. He 
and Connor needed to find a way through this, or . . . 

Or what? Dissolve their business partnership? Lose 
all their investors and the university's fundng—imaybe 
even their teaching positions? Go their separate ways 
and never see each other again? 

No. He couldn't let that happen. He'd just have to 
figure out how to work with Connor without letting it rip 
his heart out every single day. 


Steve drove back to the lab and waited in his car 
until his and Connor's were the only two left in the lot. 
Then he got out and went back in, his hand jingling the 
keys as he unlocked the front door. 

Connor was still in his office, hunched over his desk 
going over some reports. He gave a little jump when 
Steve rapped on the open door, then sank back in his 
chair with a relieved sigh. "Jesus, you scared the shit out 
of me. I thought I was the only one here." 


"I just got back." He gestured toward the empty 
chair in front of Connor's desk. "Do you mind?" 

"Of course not. And look, I'm sorry about what 
happened this afternoon. I didn't mean to—" 

"I know you didn't, but I can't blame you for being 
freaked out." He took a deep breath, and then, "I can 
work from home for the rest of the summer, and in the 
fall I'll see about getting my office moved to another 
building. It'll be a bit inconvenient, but—" 

"Why would you want to do that?" Connor stared at 
him, forehead crinkling. 

"To make it easier on you." And me. "So we can get 
our work done without all this awkwardness between 
us." 

Another sigh as Connor yanked off his glasses and 
pinched the bridge of his nose. "There doesn't need to 
be any awkwardness. I mean, yeah, I was a little 
stunned at first, but I shouldn't have been. Wes told me 
how you really felt about me awhile ago, but I didn't 
believe him." 

Now it was Steve's turn to stare. "Wes told you?" 

"He said it was obvious ftom the way you looked at 


me. Couldn't believe I'd never picked up on it." Connor 
glanced down at the floor, then back at Steve, his gaze 
gentle. Sympathetic. "I'm such a fucking idiot." 

All the air sailed out of Steve's lungs in a long 
whoosh, followed by a nervous chuckle. "You're not 
exactly the sharpest pencil in the box when it comes to 
reading people, Conn." 

"Wes said that, too." 

They both laughed, then fell silent. 

"How long have you felt this way?" Connor asked 
finally. 

Steve shrugged, running his thumbnail along a groove 
in the arm of his chair. "A while." 

"Then why did you set me up with Wes if you. . ." 

"I thought he'd be good for you. All that hero 
worship in those baby blues of his? I knew it'd boost 
your confidence. Make you happy." 

"And it never occurred to you that we might be 
happy together?" 

Steve shot him a halfmocking, halfsour look. 
"Remember when we tried rooming together one 
summer? We were ready to strangle each other inside 


ofa week." 

Connor slid his glasses back on. "That was twelve 
years ago. We've done our share of growing up since 
then." 

"Maybe you have. I'm still in the boys-with-toys 
phase, driving around in that ridiculous car. No wonder 
nobody takes me seriously." 

"Steve, listen—" 

"Youre brilliant, Conn. You didn't need me to help 
you find the love of your life—Wes loved you before I 
ever invited him to your party last year. And you don't 
need me, period. All you have to do is walk into a room 
and everybody's clamoring to talk to you." 

"Which scares me shitless," Connor snapped. 
"Without you, I'd be working out of my fucking garage. 
No patents, no state-of-the-art lab at a major 
university. That's all because of you, Steve. You're the 
one who went out and got us our investors. You're the 
one who keeps the lights on and everything running 
smoothly. So stop beating yourselfup." 

'T'm still not half the scientist you are." 

"It says 'Ph.D.' on your door, doesn't it? And you 


manage to boil my convoluted lab reports down to 
easily digestible chunks our clients can swallow. That's 
a rare gift." He flashed an exasperated grin. "We fill in 
for each other's weak points. Isn't that what a teams 
supposed to do?" 

Suddenly it all seemed so damn ridiculous—his 
insecurities, his fear of Connor rejecting him Didn't 
make the rest of it any easier to bear, but at least he 
didn't have to keep everythng bottled up inside 
anymore. "That's the most I've heard you talk in, well, 
ever." 

"It tears me up seeing you so unhappy. I don't know 
how to fix it." 

Steve stood, shoving his hands in his pockets. This 
conversation had veered from tense to embarrassing to 
uncomfortable, and he wanted it over before it circled 
around again. "It's not your fault. Besides, I don't think 
one person can make another happy if they don't want 
to be." 

"Which reminds me of something someone told me 
not too long ago, when I found out about Wes." 
Connor rose, darting him a pointed look. "Something 


about the only person keeping me ftom being happy 
was myself. Know anything about that?" 

Hoisted on his own advice. How apropos. "In other 
words, stop getting in my own way?" 

Connor closed the distance between them in three 
short steps and threw his arms around him. "I do love 
you, you know. And I'm sorry it's not the way you want 
me to, but—" 

"It's okay, it's okay." Steve swayed on his feet, eyes 
drifting shut as he drank in Connor's scent, soap and 
coffee and fresh cotton, felt the thump of Connor's heart 
against his chest. "T'I live." 

Just barely. 

But maybe that's what real love was—wanting the 
other person to be happy more than you wanted it for 
yourself. 

He held onto Connor for a second after Connor 
started to pull back, wanting to cherish that tenderness 
and warmth a tiny bit longer. "We okay?" Connor 
asked finally. 

"Absolutely." And if his smile didn't feel terribly 
sincere, he'd just have to keep it up until it did. He was 


halfway to the door before he added, "And, Conn. . . 
when you and Wes decide to tie the knot, I'd be 
honored to stand up with you." 

Connor's grin reached his eyes this time, bright and 
dancing with those adorable crinkly laugh lines, and 
damn if that wasn't the most beautiful thing Steve had 
seen all day. 


"A 
("HAPTER 6 


Steve's phone buzzed, Dylan's number flashing 
across the display for the third time that morning. 
Tempted though he was to let it go to voicemail again, 
he figured he'd better answer tt. 

"Hey," Dylan said the moment he pressed the 
"answer" button. "How's it going? Haven't heard from 
you in weeks." 

Was he imagining it, or did he detect a touch of 
worry in Dylan's tone? 

"Busy," he said, typing away on his laptop. "Finished 
up a huge project here at work, and another one's just 
landed in our laps. Looks like we'll have plenty to keep 
us hopping for the rest of the summer." 

"Good, good. Well, if you ever feel like taking a 
break, you've still got my card, right?" 

Actually, he'd thrown it away a while ago, but there 
was no point mentioning it—at least, not in so many 
words. "I'm going to be okay. But thanks, Dylan." He 


smoothed a hand down the front of his tailored dress 
shirt. "For everything. You really helped me get my 
head on straight. No pun intended." 

They both laughed. 

"You're welcome." Now Dylan sounded touched, ifa 
bit resigned. He obviously recognized a brush-off, even 
a polite one, when he heard it. "Take care, Steve. I 
hope you find what you're looking for." 

The line clicked off and Steve went back to filling 
out his online dating profile. Clicked "looking for men," 
added in his real age, answered an endless list of 
questions, then uploaded some pictures, including a 
couple of him in his new summer sutt. 

Didn't look halfbad, ifhe did say so himself. 

He paused when he got to the personal essay part, 
staring at the blinking cursor. No more cheesy pickup 
Ines. If exploring this new—or rather, newly 
acknowledged—side of himself was going to work, he 
needed to be honest. 

He took a deep breath and started typing: 
"Intelligent, articulate academic, 38, recently out, seeks 
patient, understanding guy with a sense of humor and a 


love for all things geek. Bonus points if you like good 
conversation, twenty-year-old scotch, and volleyball . . 


Gq 


o4CKNOWLEDGMENT 


Many thanks to Lynna Banning, Dee Carney, and 
Brien Michaels for invaluable feedback. And, as 
always, to Rachel Haimowitz, for hand-holding and 
general ass-kicking. 


Aiso BY CAT GRANT 


The First Real Thing (Icon Men, #1) 
Appearing Nightly (Icon Men, #2) 
A Fool for You (Icon Men, #3) 
Entangled Trio 
Allegro Vivace 
Sonata Appassionata 

Once a Marine 

Power Play: Resistance, with Rachel Haimowitz 

Power Play: Awakening, with Rachel Haimowitz 

Priceless 
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